Swapping genes to survive - a new role for archaeal type IV pili.
Type IV pili are filamentous structures that are found on the surface of many bacterial and archaeal cells, they are involved in cell motility and surface adhesion. In the crenarchaeon Sulfolobus solfataricus, type IV pili formation is strongly induced by UV irradiation and leads to cellular aggregation. The study by Ajon et al. (2011) published in this issue of Molecular Microbiology shows that UV-induced cellular aggregation greatly stimulates the exchange of chromosomal markers among irradiated cells, and that this strategy helps with cell survival. Sulfolobus knockout strains that are incapable of forming pili proved to be deficient in aggregation, and also showed decreased cellular survival after UV irradiation. The UV-induced pili of three different Sulfolobus species had distinct morphologies, and correspondingly these three species were able to aggregate only with their own kind. This work has defined a new role for type IV pili in both the transfer of genes within species and the recovery from UV-induced DNA damage.